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The Common Core State Standards have caused changes to happen within classrooms. Teachers are
teaching using complex text, and students are expected to read and comprehend grade-level complex
texts. In order to successfully teach with these types of texts, teachers must have an understanding of
what makes a text complex and how text complexity is measured. Building an understanding of these
ideas will help teachers support all students with comprehension. Shared reading is a teaching strategy
that teachers can implement in their classrooms to support students with the reading of complex texts. In
upper elementary classrooms, shared reading can be used to teach the areas of comprehension,
vocabulary, text structures, and text features. Once teachers understand the connection between the
Common Core State Standards and text complexity, they will be able to support students through the
shared reading framework with the reading of complex texts.
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ABSTRACT
The Common Core State Standards have caused changes to happen within
classrooms. Teachers are teaching using complex text, and students are expected to
read and comprehend grade-level complex texts. In order to successfully teach with
these types of texts, teachers must have an understanding of what makes a text
complex and how text complexity is measured. Building an understanding of these
ideas will help teachers support all students with comprehension. Shared reading is a
teaching strategy that teachers can implement in their classrooms to support students
with the reading of complex texts. In upper elementary classrooms, shared reading can
be used to teach the areas of comprehension, vocabulary, text structures, and text
features. Once teachers understand the connection between the Common Core State
Standards and text complexity, they will be able to support students through the shared
reading framework with the reading of complex texts.
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Introduction (Chapter 1)
The following discussion introduces the topic, provides background information
regarding topic selection, as well as key terms used throughout the review of research
paper and project. This section concludes with an overview of the professional
development that was created based on the research reviewed.
Across the United States the implementation of the Common Core State
Standards have caused a change in the types of texts students are required to read in
the classroom. A goal of these standards is to prepare students for college and a career
by graduation, which has led to students reading complex texts (The Aspen Institute,
2012). As students read complex text, they are expected to make meaning and
comprehend, as “close readers, delving into texts in order to unearth evidence,
construct knowledge, and broaden their understanding of the text and world” (The
Aspen Institute, p. 1, 2012). Reading complex text requires stamina, background
knowledge, and skill proficiency, therefore, students need to be exposed to this type of
text in order to build the skills needed to comprehend complex texts (The Aspen
Institute, 2012).
The change to complex texts has challenged teachers as they push students to
make sense of these types of texts. The complexity of complex texts is divided into
grade bands. As students enter a new grade band, they will need scaffolding to help
them comprehend the text, but are expected to comprehend the text independently at
the end of the grade band (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a). According to Robertson et al.,
(2014) teachers “must continue to meet all students where they are, but they also must
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understand the types of teacher mediation that will bring complex texts and concepts
within the range of every student-even those reading below grade-level expectations”
(p. 548). It is critical that teachers are able to provide instruction that allows all students
to access complex texts. If students are not provided access to grade level texts, then
they will not acquire the vocabulary, general knowledge, and concepts that are
foundational to future learning (Robertson et al., 2014).
In order to make complex text accessible to all students, teachers must have
knowledge of instructional strategies that can be implemented to mediate this text with
all students. “Complex texts require instruction. Raising expectations in reading does
not mean that teachers should simply assign more difficult tests; rather, they should
teach students how to read those texts” (Fisher & Frey, 2014b, p. 310-311). Teachers
can demonstrate how to interact with text through teacher modeling (Taylor & Pearson,
2002). Shared reading is a form of teacher modeling that can be used during reading
instruction (Fisher et al., 2008). Shared reading allows teachers to explicitly teach
strategies that aid in comprehension (Stahl, 2012). As a result, this teacher support
leads to more student success when reading the text later independently. Difficult text
does not have to be frustrating for students. Utilizing shared reading can expand the
types of texts students can read with success, while also advancing them
developmentally.
Rationale
The topic I have chosen relates directly to struggles I am currently facing in my
fifth grade reading classroom. My school district recently adopted a new reading
curriculum that immerses students in highly complex texts and builds on the knowledge
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students have from previous grades. As we began our units this year, I noticed my
students are lacking background knowledge for content they would have learned in
kindergarten through fourth grade. In my fifth grade reading class I have seven
students; two students have an Individualized Education Plan, one is an English
Language Learner, and one student is in the Talented and Gifted program. One student
is African-American, one student is Hispanic, and five students are Caucasion. When
students are struggling with comprehension because of lack of background knowledge
they need teacher support to comprehend the complex text. However, contrary to this,
one of our units this year has been about Native Americans, and even though students
were not taught curriculum content in previous grades, they still had substantial
background knowledge about this topic. Even though their background knowledge
tremendously aided their comprehension, I found they still needed support to interact
with the text and comprehend the text to the extent that is expected from our standards
and benchmarks. Therefore, I decided to read literature from academic scholarly
sources which discuss the use of complex text in the upper elementary grades in order
to determine the best way to support and scaffold complex texts in my teaching.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of my project is to place an emphasis on complex texts and how to
best support students in the upper elementary grades with comprehending complex
texts. Complex text can be challenging to comprehend because it includes implicit
meanings, figurative language, and requires literary, cultural, and content knowledge
that aids in the comprehension of these texts (Tucker, 2013). The texts do have
illustrations to support the reading and aid in comprehension, but with nonfiction texts
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they often require an explanation. I want to focus on supporting all readers and provide
teachers with strategies that can be used with their whole class. The questions guiding
my project are:
1. What is complex text and what is its connection to the Common Core
State Standards?
2. How can upper elementary teachers support students with comprehending
complex texts?
3. What strategies can teachers implement in their classrooms to scaffold the
learning of complex texts in the upper elementary grades?
Definition of Terms
Throughout the review of research and my project, several key terms will be used
to discuss my findings. These terms are listed below and will provide background
knowledge in understanding the educational review of research that follows.
● Common Core State Standards (CCSS) - a set of goals for kindergarten through
12th grade students that provides the expectation for what students should know
and be able to do at the end of each grade level, in order to be ready for college
or career after high school (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b)
● Complex Text - text that uses unconventional structures, implicit meanings, and
builds on life experiences the reader is expected to have had; the complexity of
this type of text is measured quantitatively, qualitatively, and considers the reader
and the task (Tucker, 2013)
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● Lexile - quantitative data that can be gathered using a computer in order to place
readers in appropriate texts, which is done by assigning a text a Lexile number
(Stenner et al., 2015)
● Text Complexity - “determined in relation to other texts” (Strong et al., 2018)
using characteristics such as word complexity and sentence length
● Text Difficulty - identifies how challenging a text will be for a specific child (Strong
et al., 2018)
Statement of the Problem
Teachers have seen an increase in what students are expected to read and
comprehend because of the Common Core State Standards. These standards have
added rigor and text complexity to the elementary grades. Elementary students are now
expected to read, interact with, and comprehend complex texts. Educators are expected
to teach and reach all students with this type of text. Often students struggle with
comprehension and need support from the teacher. There are many strategies that can
scaffold the learning, while students are still immersed in complex texts.
As I have implemented a new curriculum in my classroom this year, I have
noticed the support all students need in order to comprehend, interact with, and utilize
evidence with complex text. Especially in the upper grades, with students who are
starting this curriculum at the end of their time in elementary school, extra support is
needed to be successful with the increased complexity of the text. Focused research in
the areas of complex text, the Common Core State Standards, and teacher support that
leads to growth independently, will help me teach this curriculum to my fifth grade
students. Gathering all of this information will also allow me to support the rest of the
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teachers at my elementary school as they are implementing our new curriculum and
supporting their students.

The Project
My school implements Professional Learning Communities (PLC) in order to
focus on student learning, evidence of student learning, collaboration, and to share
professional learning responsibilities. Our PLC time allows us the opportunity to work
together collaboratively and work towards goals we set for our grade levels and
students. As our PLC leader, I am responsible for facilitating our meetings and creating
an agenda to guide us during our PLC meetings. During our meetings we follow the four
guiding questions from DuFour et al. (2016) for PLC work:
1) What is it we want our students to know?
2) How will we know if each student has learned it?
3) How will we respond when some students do not learn it?
4) How will we extend the learning for students who have demonstrated
proficiency?
During our PLC time, our focus has been in the area of reading and moving our
students forward with our new reading curriculum. As we use the guiding questions, we
are supporting students in reading, comprehending, and interacting with complex texts.
Our teachers are working together to build an understanding of what students should
know, while using many types of assessments to determine if students have learned the
skills expected. We are using interventions during the reading block and MTSS time to
respond to students who are struggling with skills and content. Furthermore, we have
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also been providing enrichment opportunities for students who have shown mastery
with the content.
The project portion of the research reviewed will be developing four PLC
presentations and agendas that can be used to support our teachers with implementing
strategies in their classrooms to support all learners. The strategies will be practical
teaching techniques that can be applied to any reading lesson in upper elementary. I
want to give teachers confidence as they work with their students who are reading
complex text. I want teachers to feel supported with our new curriculum by having the
ability to successfully scaffold the learning when necessary, which will in turn move
students closer to meeting the goals our PLC team has set.
Significance of the Project
Reading complex text is a critical component of the Common Core State
Standards. Educators need to be able to provide students with the knowledge and tools
necessary to become proficient readers because students are expected to be ready for
college or a career by the time they graduate high school. There has been a great deal
of research done in the areas of text complexity and supporting learners with
comprehension. My goal through this literature review and project is to organize the
research reviewed into a document teachers can use to understand why students need
to read complex text and how they can support all learners with comprehending this
text. Additionally, I will lead the teachers at my school through the professional
development sessions I have created, so they will be able to implement this knowledge
into their own classrooms.
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Literature Review (Chapter 2)
The following chapter will discuss connections between the Common Core State
Standards and the use of complex text in the classroom. Educators use complex text for
instruction, therefore they must have an understanding of what makes a text complex.
This chapter provides insights about supporting all students with complex text through
the use of shared reading. Instructional strategies and specific recommendations are
given to use during shared reading instruction. Furthermore, past research and theories
connecting to the idea of shared reading support the use of this strategy in the
classroom.
The Common Core State Standards Initiative
The implementation of The Common Core State Standards has led to many
changes being made in classrooms across the country. The standards are based on
student performance and assessment data, academic research, and surveys conducted
with college professors and employers (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). The
Common Core State Standards provide clear expectations of what skills and knowledge
are vital for success in college and with a career (National Governors Association
Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). The
expectations laid out by the Common Core State Standards are ambitious, however,
The U.S. Department of Education (2013) argues the bar needs to be set higher and
students need to be taught to enable adult learners to meet the demands of post
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secondary employment and training. The Common Core State Standards were
developed, and then the College and Career Readiness Standards were designed using
the most essential standards applicable to adult learners (U.S. Department of
Education, 2013). It is essential for high school students to graduate having been
adequately prepared for freshman college courses and to be ready for assessments
that assess skills identified by the Common Core State Standards. The Common Core
State Standards have caused shifts in classroom instruction in order to meet these
immense goals.
The Common Core State Standards have caused three main shifts to happen
with classroom instruction (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). The first shift is using
appropriate complex text with students in both instruction and assessment. Research
has shown that the highest indicator of success in college and careers is a student’s
ability to read complex text and understand the academic language used in these types
of texts. The second shift is using textual evidence across all areas of reading, writing,
and speaking and listening. Students need to be able to cite textual evidence in order to
defend claims, analyze text, and present clear information. The third shift is building a
body of knowledge in the areas of social studies, science, and technical subjects, as
well as in literacy. Being able to understand informational text is crucial because this is
the type of text students will most often read in college and in the workforce. The
Common Core State Standards were designed to prepare students for college and a
career by giving them abilities in literacy that will allow for them to be successful by the
time they graduate high school (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b).
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The Common Core State Standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b) define what it takes to be
a literate person in the 21st century:
Students who meet the Standards readily undertake the close, attentive
reading that is at the heart of understanding and enjoying complex works
of literature. They habitually perform the critical reading necessary to pick
carefully through the staggering amount of information available today in
print and digitally. They actively seek the wide, deep, and thoughtful
engagement with high quality literary and informational texts that build
knowledge, enlarges experience, and broadens worldviews…students
who meet the Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, speaking,
and listening that are the foundation for any creative and purposeful
expression in language. (p. 3)
In order to reach these expectations, the Common Core State Standards state
that students are expected to meet each grade level standard and maintain previously
mastered skills, while continuing to advance through the grade levels (NGO & CCSSO,
2010). As students continue through school they read increasingly more difficult texts in
each grade level (Hiebert & Pearson, 2014). Hiebert & Pearson (2014) believe students
that are exhibiting mastery in literary skills demonstrate the habits of a literate individual
who is ready for college and a career. Students who display these skills can
independently comprehend, evaluate, and determine the main points of a speaker, while
using a broad vocabulary. Students utilize content knowledge that has been built
through study and research. Students are actively engaged to comprehend, but also
can question and critique the claims of an author or speaker. When students use
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evidence to support their reasoning, they are able to cite examples from the text being
used. Students utilize technology to enhance their reading and writing, and can
incorporate their previous knowledge with new information gathered online. Students
also have an appreciation and understanding of other cultures and perspectives. In
order to achieve these skills, the Common Core State Standards push for students to
read text that increases in text complexity as students advance through the grade
levels.
Research completed within the last 15 years has shown that there needs to be
an increase in text complexity. Tucker (2013) reports students are graduating from high
school and are not prepared for the type of reading that will be presented to them in
college and beyond. Over the past 100 years, the texts students read at the college
level have stayed the same or have grown in difficulty, while at the same time, the texts
students read in elementary school through high school graduation have decreased in
complexity. Adams (2010) reports SAT scores began to decline in the 1960s and the
literacy levels of secondary students have been diminishing because students are not
reading what they should be reading in order to make adequate reading gains. Adams
(2010) also shares that the United States is failing in comparison to other developed
countries. A study completed during the 1990s showed young adults, 35 years and
younger, scored in the bottom half of every literacy measure when compared to 19 other
developed countries. A common practice that has been used in many classrooms could
offer insights as to why students are not making the gains that are currently expected by
the Common Core State Standards.
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A common teaching practice that has been used in the past, and is still being
used today, is the use of leveled readers in the classroom (Shanahan, 2020). With the
use of leveled readers, students are placed in groups according to their reading level.
Shanahan (2020) agrees that students have been learning to read with this common
instructional strategy, but are students learning at the high levels that they could be?
Most teachers even believe that this practice is supported by the standards provided by
the states, but it is not. Betts (1946) as cited in Shanahan (2020) claims students have
three reading levels: independent, instructional, and frustrational. The independent level
is a text students can handle completely on their own without help from the teacher.
Instructional texts are slightly more difficult, but students will be able to learn from these
books with the help of a teacher. Frustrational texts would be very difficult for a student
to read and learn from, even with support from a teacher. Studies have been completed
using the ideas of leveled readers and Morgan et al. (2000) reports teaching at the
instructional level has either provided students with no learning advantages or has
actually done harm. One study showed students who were given books above their
instructional level made significant progress compared to those students who were
placed in books that were thought to be a better fit for their current reading level.
Research by Lupo et al. (2019) revealed that limiting students to what teachers think
they can read hinders their opportunity to learn. Not allowing students to read rich texts
limits their exposure to sophisticated vocabulary, complex language, and content.
Students placed in easier books did not learn as much as those placed in grade-level
material. Skilled teachers are able to scaffold and support students in reading more
difficult texts (Shanahan, 2020). Shanahan (2020) recommends students read very
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demanding texts when the teacher is close by and able to help, and read less
demanding texts when reading independently. If the text is below the student’s
instructional level, the use of leveled readers as the primary text source may not align
with the Common Core State Standards. Therefore, teachers should adjust texts and
instruction appropriately to give students access to complex texts. The use of complex
texts is supported by the Common Core State Standards.
The Common Core State Standards were developed as an extension of the
College and Career Readiness Standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). These
standards set requirements students need to meet in order to be ready for literacy at the
college level. The Common Core State Standards reference the College and Career
Readiness Anchor Standards for Reading for kindergarten through fifth grade. These
anchor standards, call for students in kindergarten through fifth grade to be able to,
“read and comprehend complex literary and informational texts independently and
proficiently” (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b, p. 10). The Common Core State Standards push
for students to read increasingly difficult texts as they accelerate through the grade
levels (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b). Text complexity is organized into grade bands in the
Common Core State Standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a). K-1 are part of the same
grade band, just like 2-3, 4-5, and 6-8 are a part of their own grade bands. This push for
text complexity and getting complex texts into the hands of students has caused a shift
in the types of text students are reading in the classroom. Students are being immersed
in complex text and teachers are supporting students with comprehending this type of
text. In order to meet the demands of the Common Core State Standards in the
classroom, teachers need to have an understanding of what strategies and changes
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should be happening in their classrooms, which includes being familiar with how a text
is determined to be complex. According to Strong et al. (2018) educators must be able
to identify the possible difficulties that students will encounter when reading a text and
what will make a text challenging for a specific student. A teacher can determine what
makes a text difficult for his/her students by considering three aspects of text
complexity.
Measuring Text Complexity
Text complexity indicates the difficulty of a specific text in relation to other texts,
considering vocabulary used and the length of sentences (Strong et al., 2018). Complex
texts are measured through three different aspects that assess text complexity (Tucker,
2013). These measures include analyzing the text quantitatively, qualitatively, and
considering the reader and the task (Hiebert & Pearson, 2014; Strong et al., 2018;
Tucker, 2013).
Quantitative measures of text complexity refer to data that is difficult for a human
to evaluate, such as sentence length and word frequency (Tucker, 2013). This type of
data can be gathered using a computer program (Hiebert & Pearson, 2014). The widely
known Lexile Framework has the ability to score text using word frequency and
sentence length (Tucker, 2013). After the semantics and syntax in the piece of text has
been analyzed, a Lexile number is generated, which determines how difficult the text
will be to read (Stenner et al., 2015). The Lexile number is used to match students with
texts that are expected to be appropriate for their reading abilities, as a result, Strong
(2018) argues it is assumed students need to read books within their appropriate Lexile
level or their success in reading will be negatively affected. Lexile levels are not
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measuring how difficult the piece of text will be to comprehend because that would
require an understanding of the reader and how the reader will be able to interact with
the text.
In classrooms it is worrisome when a text’s complexity is identified solely from the
text’s Lexile score (Wixon and Valencia, 2014). Short (2018) argues global literature can
often have a Lexile level that places the text in a lower grade level than developmentally
appropriate. Even though some texts are given a Lexile level that is thought to be
appropriate for a grade level, the content may address difficult issues that are more
appropriate for older readers. Narrative poetry is often given a Lexile score that reflects
high complexity because of the complex language, not the difficulty of the book. Graphic
novels are challenging to measure with Lexile because much of the story is told through
illustrations, dialogue, and panel arrangement. Narrative poetry and graphic novels
invite “readers into global worlds but their text complexity cannot be measured by
formulas” (Short, 2018, p. 2). Fiction books can be given a higher Lexile score because
of these reasons, while nonfiction books can also be given an increased Lexile score
because of the content included in these types of texts. Nonfiction texts use longer
sentences and unfamiliar words, therefore they are often given a higher Lexile score.
Lexile measures do not consider the use of illustrations, diagrams, and graphic
organizers that support students in comprehending the content.
Often a text’s complexity is reliant upon the reader and their global knowledge of
culture. Global literature will be easier to comprehend for students who bring cultural
knowledge with them to a text. Having an understanding of a culture’s storytelling style
and text structures is also helpful. To support students who are not familiar with global
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literature, teachers can coordinate texts to be read in support of one another.
Surrounding texts with other similar texts can provide students a wide range of
experiences and deepen content knowledge. Students can read texts from multiple
Lexile levels as they build strategies to help them engage with a wide range of texts.
Even though Lexile levels are used with most grade levels, they are not
appropriate to use with early reading texts (Graesser, 2014). In kindergarten and first
grade Lexiles are considered inappropriate for identifying text difficulty (Strong, 2018).
In second and third grade the Lexile band is 420-820, fourth and fifth has a Lexile band
of 740-1010, and sixth through eighth grade has a band of 925-1185 (Strong, 2018).
Lexile levels are not the only score a text receives to determine quantitative text
complexity, there are also other tools that can aid in determining complexity.
When using text complexity measures to assign appropriate text to students, it is
essential that the measures align with the Common Core State Standards.. The
TextEvaluator is a system that aligns with the text complexity measures in the Common
Core State Standards. This system helps teachers place students in text by providing a
comprehensive grade-level score and giving a more detailed report in eight other areas
of literacy (Sheehan et al., 2014). These eight areas of literacy identify how text
variation and complexity can occur in multiple ways (see Table 1). Strong et al. (2018)
urges teachers to use a tool like TextEvaluator to make judgments about the complexity
of texts, with the caveat that more research is needed to make quantitative data more
accessible to both publishers and teachers. Sheehan et al. (2014) support the idea that
there is room for improvement with the TextEvaluator tool, however, it can assist
educators in making informed decisions about what texts to use for instruction and
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assessment. These eight aspects can provide educators with feedback regarding
conditions of text variations (Sheehan et al., 2014).
Table 1
Quantitative Measures used to Assess Text Complexity using the TextEvaluator Tool
Areas of Literacy Assessed

Meaning

Academic vocabulary

identifies the frequency of academic
words, word length, syllables, and words
that contain more than eight characters

Syntactic complexity

analyzes sentences for length, amount of
dependent clauses, average words before
the main verb, and the richness of
vocabulary used

Word concreteness

concrete words are able to be visualized
and abstract words are not

Word familiarity

determines the amount of rare words in a
text and how many of the unfamiliar
words are repeated more than once

Interactive/conversational style

determines if the text was written with an
interactive and conversational style

Degree of narrativity

analyzes past tense verbs and pronouns

Lexical cohesion

how well the clauses and sentences are
connected to one another

Level of argumentation

the amount of arguments and
negotiations in a text

Note. Adapted from “The TextEvaluator Tool: Helping Teachers and Text Developers
Select Texts for Use in Instruction and Assessment,” by K. M. Sheehan, I. Kostin, D.
Napolitano, & M. Flor, 2014, The Elementary School Journal, 115(2), p. 184-209
(http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/678294). Copyright 2014 by The University of Chicago.
While quantitative data can be measured using computer software, qualitative
measures can only be retrieved through the meticulous eye of a human reader (Strong
et al., 2018). Analyzing a text qualitatively allows for a close examination of what
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aspects of the text make it complex (Fisher & Frey, 2014b). When a text is scored
qualitatively, the text is judged based on structure, language conventions and clarity,
meaning and purpose, and the knowledge demands required by the reader (NGO &
CCSSO, 2010a; Tucker, 2013). Structure has to do with the genre, organization of the
text, type of narration, and the text graphics and features (Fisher & Frey, 2014b).
Language conventions include how the speaker uses language and the clarity of the
style of language. Meaning and purpose involves the use of figurative language, levels
of meaning, and the purpose intended by the text. The knowledge demands needed by
the reader include background, prior, cultural, and vocabulary knowledge. Table 2
describes questions that can be used to analyze the text using these qualitative
guidelines. Fisher and Frey (2014b) note it is important for educators to be aware that
these qualitative measures of text complexity can be subjective because they are
individualized to each reader. The guidelines can be interpreted and used with
variations based on an educator's understanding of his/her students. Sheehan et al.
(2014) points out that a text with five different unfamiliar words would be more difficult
than a text that repeats the same unfamiliar word five times. According to Fisher and
Frey (2014b) a teacher can use the characteristics of what makes a text complex when
planning instruction for a specific group of learners. Strong et al. (2018) advocates
additional research is needed to create more efficient qualitative measures for text
analysis, however, the guidelines the Common Core State Standards provide can be a
starting point for educators.

Table 2
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Questions to Consider when Qualitatively Analyzing Text Complexity
Meaning and Purpose
How many ideas are in the text?
Are the ideas clear or vague?
Is there figurative language? If so, is it appropriate?
Is the author’s main idea or purpose clear or difficult to identify?
Structure
What genre is the text? Are students familiar with this type of genre?
What is the organizational structure of this type of text?
How is it narrated?
Do the text features and illustrations support understanding?
Language Conventions
Does the text relate to the language the reader uses?
Is the language informal or formal?
Knowledge Demands
Does the reader have background knowledge about the text’s topic?
Does the text allow for use of prior academic knowledge?
Does the text require the reader to be familiar with a specific culture?
Do many words have multiple meanings? What kind of vocabulary knowledge is
needed to comprehend this text?
Note. Adapted from “Measuring Text Structure Awareness in Upper Elementary
Grades,” by J. Z. Strong, 2022, Reading & Writing Quarterly, 38(1), p. 1-20
(https://doi.org/10.1080/10573569.2022.2025508) Copyright 2022 by J. Z. Strong.
When using quantitative and qualitative text complexity measures, teachers
need to be aware they can be helpful, but there is also the possibility of them being
incorrect for a specific group of readers. For example, Fisher and Frey (2014b) share
data from The Old Man and the Sea (Hemingway, 1994). Quantitative measures would
place this text at a sixth grade level, however Fisher and Frey (2014b) argue most sixth
grade students would have difficulty understanding the message of this book. Another
example comes from the book, The Hunger Games (Collins, 2008). Using a quantitative
measure, The Hunger Games is given a Lexile score appropriate for a fourth or fifth
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grader, but when measured qualitatively, this book would likely be more appropriate for
older students in middle or high school (Fisher and Frey 2014b). These two books are
examples of how assigning a quantitative measure to a text can be meaningless unless
this data is substantiated qualitatively (Hiebert & Pearson, 2014). The Common Core
State Standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b) allow teachers to use their judgment in order
to best meet the goals that are presented in the standards. This also needs to be
recognized when measuring text complexity because it can vary greatly depending on
the knowledge of the students. The last measure of text complexity is considering the
reader and the task, which is the role of the reader and how the reader is engaged in
the reading task (Pearson & Hiebert, 2014). According to the Common Core State
Standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a) task considerations include student motivation,
experience, and knowledge.
These variables are specific to each individual reader, and must be considered
when determining if a text is appropriate for specific readers. The Common Core State
Standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a) state considerations regarding students and the
assigned task are “best made by teachers employing their professional judgment,
experience, and knowledge of their students and the subject” (p. 4). Likewise, Valencia
et al. (2014) argues teachers are able to identify if a task will be difficult for students,
and then provide appropriate instructional strategies to support students. “Complex
tasks can make comprehending a simple text more difficult, and simple tasks can make
comprehending a complex text less difficult” (Strong et al., 2018, p. 205). Currently,
there is insufficient research on reader and task considerations to measure text
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complexity, therefore teachers are in charge of making sense of what seems
appropriate for each individual group of students (Tucker, 2013).
Appendix A of the Common Core State Standards provides teachers with a brief
explanation of readers and tasks. Valencia et al. (2014) argue the brief half page
description devoted to this topic is not enough and makes it difficult for educators to
understand how this measure of text complexity can be connected to comprehension.
Fisher and Frey (2014a) believe the authors of the Common Core State Standards did
not intend on having such a brief description in this area, however, it does pose a risk.
The document in Appendix A dedicates over 2,100 words to discussing quantitative and
qualitative factors, while only a little more than 700 words are devoted to reader and
task factors, which shows a lack of consideration for the interaction a reader has with a
text. There is a body of literacy research dedicated to understanding this interaction.
Loiuse Rosenblatt, however, believed reading is a journey where the reader interacts
with the emotions and history a text provides, and through this interaction, the reader
constructs meaning from the text (Rosenblatt, 1995).
Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory
Louise Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory offers a valuable perspective into
the interaction between a reader and a piece of text (Rosenblatt, 1960). This theory is
significant because it argues how a reader uses personal experiences to make meaning
from a text. As a piece of literature communicates with the reader and the reader is
comprehending, the literature brings about new meanings. This is important to
educators because the role of the reader can intentionally be supported by teachers
who have the understanding that reading literature evokes a personal response from
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the reader (Rosenblatt, 1960). Literature can be thought of as a type of communication
that only happens in one direction: the author writing to communicate to the reader.
Rosenblatt (1960) argues the reader brings previous experiences, from both life and
literature, when reading a piece of text. This helps the reader make sense of the piece
of literature.
All readers have different life experiences, and because of this we all experience
literature differently. No one can experience or read a piece of text for us (Rosenblatt,
1960). If the reader has limited background knowledge about a piece of literature, the
text might not be brought to life or have meaning for the reader. This does not mean,
however, the piece of literature cannot be brought to life in the future. It means the
reader is not yet ready for the piece of literature at this point in their life. “Without
sufficient relevant experience, he can evoke nothing from the page. At best, he may be
able to make the appropriate sounds and parrot the words, but there will not be an
organization of meaning” (Rosenblatt, 1960, p. 305). Rosenblatt (1960) believes it is not
solely an issue of vocabulary, rather an issue of having adequate background
knowledge and personal experiences. As educators consider curriculum planning, it is
imperative to recognize the abundance of great literature students could benefit from,
while also considering what students can personally contribute to making sense of the
literature.
As students progress through school, the difficulty of texts students are reading
will continue to increase. Educators need to be in tune with the background knowledge
and experiences students are bringing to a piece of literature because this plays a great
role in their interaction with the text. On the other hand, Rosenblatt (1960) also argues
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that if teachers focus exclusively on student interests, they may be limited to the types
of literature they can enjoy and appreciate. When students become personally involved
with a piece of literature, they will make substantial growth in their language. Once a
connection has been established between the text and the student, the teacher can help
the student have a balanced and complete experience with the text.
Rosenblatt (1960) argues some students will need support in order to
comprehend and build meaning from works of literature:
We need to remember that always we seek to help particular students, at
particular times and places, with their special past experiences and
present concerns, to participate in literary works. Literature equals book
plus reader. The danger is that we may neglect either one or the other
factor in this equation. (p. 306)
Rosenblatt’s reader response theory is based on the idea that the reader
and piece of literature are part of a mutual relationship (Rosenblatt, 1978). This
transactional response can be supported by teachers as they guide students in
experiencing texts. Teachers can also facilitate how texts are a pathway for
interpretation and comprehension. Rosenblatt (1960) indicates the reader
response theory can be applied to all language levels as students have
interactions and build connections with text. The relationship between the reader
and the text is at the forefront of the reader response theory. It is essential that
teachers acknowledge this interaction as students are being immersed into
complex text.
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Teachers know their students well, and according to the Common Core State
Standards teachers have the opportunity to use their personal judgment to provide their
students with the best instruction to meet the goals provided by the standards (NGO &
CCSSOb). The standards require teachers to use complex texts with their students.
With the use of complex texts, teachers are also supporting their students with
comprehending these texts. These types of texts can be challenging for students.
Teachers show frustration when their students are showing frustration. It is difficult for
teachers to witness their students struggling with difficult texts when in the past students
have been instructed with texts that are aligned with their current reading level and
ability (Strong et al., 2018). Teachers are no longer dividing students into leveled
groups, however they are providing scaffolding that will allow all students to access the
demanding vocabulary and content in complex texts (Shanahan, 2020). Because
teachers are immersing all students into complex text, they need to have tools to help
mediate these types of texts with their students.
Previous Research in the Area of Text Complexity and Comprehension
The most significant research related to the focus of this literature has been
reviewed. Dissertations in the areas of comprehension, complex text, and scaffolding
have been reviewed below.
Research Supporting Questioning Related to Comprehension
Struggling readers can benefit from curriculum modifications that allow for
rigorous instruction through questioning, while still meeting the standards provided in
the Common Core State Standards (Buffen, 2019). Research completed by Buffen
(2019) highlights the shifts with complex texts happening in grades K-12, the emphasis

34

that has been placed on close reading, students needing to use evidence to support
explanations, and the prominence of nonfiction texts and the connection to student
background knowledge. Students all have unique conditions which allow them to learn,
and in order to recognize these differences the Common Core State Standards has
room for improvements (Buffen, 2019). Issues with reading can occur because of lack of
background and vocabulary knowledge, as well as culture and identity. Rose and Meyer
(2002) as cited in Buffen (2019) suggest using a Universal Design Framework.
Universal Design allows for a curriculum to be flexible, which allows for flexibility with
methods, instructional goals, materials, and assessments. Universal Design offers
multiple ways to represent information, flexible options with evaluation measures, and a
variety of ways to engage students in the curriculum. This framework allows the
curriculum to accommodate students with lack of background knowledge, and with
students' culture and identity. Using the idea of Universal Design, a study conducted by
Buffen (2019) focused on urban California high school special education students as
they read complex content area text closely. The researchers' questions were focused
on vulnerable readers, why a text could be difficult to understand, and how to facilitate
engaging instruction with vulnerable readers using complex texts. Buffen (2019) found
that teacher routines, such as asking open-ended questions, building background
knowledge, differentiating instruction, and evidence based writing activities supported
students’ ability to comprehend complex text. Differentiated instruction, such as
additional time, modified skill work, and varied assessments were shown to promote
student learning. When students were asked to respond to questions, background
knowledge and looking for text evidence supported students in answering
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comprehension questions. Open-ended questions allowed for more than one answer
and supported students' close reading. Overall, teachers can adjust instructional
practices to support vulnerable readers with reading and comprehending complex text,
which in turn can allow students to view themselves as having a successful academic
identity (Buffen, 2019; Catterson & Pearson 2017; NGO & CCSSO, 2010b).
Research Supporting the Scaffolding of Complex Texts
Supporting students with complex text can be challenging, especially when the
Common Core State Standards provides little guidance with scaffolding these complex
texts. Reynolds (2017) addresses the need for scaffolding complex texts at the high
school level. Reynolds (2017) argues the implementation of scaffolding interventions is
crucial to the success of high school students who are reading below grade level, and
will need support in order to read and comprehend complex grade level texts. However,
rarely any study has been performed that explores research in the area of high school
scaffolding, whereas there is substantial research at the primary and elementary levels.
The study Reynolds (2017) conducted began by analyzing interactional and planned
scaffolding. Interactional scaffolding is support provided by an expert to a novice
learner, while planned scaffolding is determined before the student begins learning.
When identifying research questions, Reynolds (2017) considered areas where more
substantial research could be completed. The research questions included combining
the areas of scaffolding, complex texts, and interventions. The study by Reynolds
(2017) included 153 eleventh graders who were assigned to tutors with a range of
experience levels who provided interactional scaffolding to support the comprehension
of complex texts. As the study concluded, Reynolds (2017) found a positive correlation
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between the intervention provided and reading comprehension growth in the 11th grade
students. This study provides support for high school teachers who need to provide their
students with scaffolding interventions in order to make sense of complex text.
Research supporting the Use of Read Alouds to Support Comprehension
Read-alouds can provide elementary students scaffolding with complex texts
(Rozas, 2018). Read-alouds can also give students opportunities to practice critical
thinking skills through discussions prompted by teacher questions. Rozas (2018)
explored how teachers can support their students through script supported information
read-alouds. Her first research question was based on this idea, while she also
analyzed low-level, high-level, and rhetorical type read-aloud questions. The Common
Core State Standards places an emphasis on students interacting with information
texts, however Rozas (2018) found that instructional time was predominantly focused
on narrative type text structures. Reading informational texts as read-alouds allows
students to engage further than reading independently. It was discovered by Rozas
(2018) that most research had been completed in the area of narrative read-alouds, not
informational read-alouds. Informational texts require a substantial amount of content
specific background knowledge to support comprehension, and often informational texts
are about ideas that are not a part of children’s daily lives. Because students are not
exposed as much to this type of content, reading these texts out loud can provide
students with a rich opportunity to build content knowledge through teacher-led
discussions. Rozas (2018) brings attention to the idea that students need to have
specific content knowledge in order to interact with texts they will read in the future.
Addressing this in the elementary years will support their comprehension of texts in
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middle and high school. The study conducted by Rozas (2018) included a total of 824
students from a total of 37 classrooms and teachers were provided scripted materials
for reading comprehension lessons. The teachers were recorded teaching one narrative
and one informational lesson. Then, the lessons were transcribed and the
comprehension questions teachers asked were organized into categories. As the
questions were analyzed, it was discovered that teachers asked more low-level
spontaneous questions than high-level questions. With this information in mind, Rozas
(2018) concluded that pre-planned comprehension questions provide teachers a
starting point during read-alouds to ensure questions are being asked for a wide range
of cognitive levels. However, teachers play a critical role during interactive read-alouds
that cannot be scripted. When teachers ask spontaneous high-level and low-level
questions along with planned questions, students can be supported with engagement
and student discussion happening in the moment. The spontaneous instructional
decisions which are made by teachers in the moment support learner needs as they
arise. Questions teachers ask that are not planned can help build content knowledge,
while supporting critical thinking and engagement. Teachers have the opportunity to
make choices during instruction, and the choices the teacher makes can affect the
quality of discussion and student talk, engagement, student thinking, and the extent of
which students are being challenged in the classroom.
Supporting Comprehension
The Common Core State Standards hold all students to the same high standards
(Robertson et al., 2014). The Common Core State Standards expect teachers to use
complex texts with students, but often it does not feel right to give students harder texts
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(Strong et al., 2018). Strong et al. (2008) has recognized the disconnect between
students' reading abilities and what the Common Core State Standards expects
students to read. Therefore, teachers must find the sweet spot where students are able
to interact with complex texts and the content and concepts included in this type of text
(Robertson et al., 2014). Teachers know their students well, and according to the
Common Core State Standards teachers have the opportunity to use their personal
judgment to provide their students with the best instruction in order to meet the goals
provided by the standards (NGO & CCSSO, 2010b) . The standards require teachers to
use complex texts with their students. With the use of complex texts, teachers are also
supporting their students with comprehending these texts. These types of texts can be
challenging for students. Many teachers show frustration when their students are
showing frustration. It is difficult for teachers to witness their students struggling with
difficult texts when in the past students have been instructed with texts that are aligned
with their current reading level and ability (Strong et al., 2018).
When teachers are preparing to immerse students in complex text, they should
be prepared for carefully progressing and sequencing the text students will encounter
(Strong et al., 2018). First, teachers can prepare students for comprehending difficult
text by building vocabulary knowledge about the topic prior to reading. This can be done
through a read-aloud and class discussion using a more difficult text (Stahl, 2012).
According to Trelease (2006) reading aloud builds background knowledge and
enhances vocabulary knowledge. It is important to understand that children have a
reading level and a listening level. A student might be reading independently on a fourth
grade level, but can listen to stories on a sixth grade level. Trelease (2006) believes that
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students need to experience reading as being pleasurable. Therefore, if a text is too
difficult for a child, the text can become pleasurable when a teacher is there to support
the student. Children who choose not to read as much cannot get better, so teachers
need to support and encourage reading by modeling read-alouds. Teachers are
immersing all students into complex text, and they need to have tools to help mediate
these types of texts with their students.
A reading practice many teachers have used in their classrooms is the use of
leveled readers. Robertson et al. (2014) argues the use of leveled readers builds
confidence and fluency, but a fourth grader reading second grade level texts will always
lag behind his/her peers. Teachers are no longer dividing students into leveled groups,
however they are providing scaffolding that will allow all students to access the
demanding vocabulary and content in complex texts (Shanahan, 2020). Literacy
instruction that will move these students toward showing growth must be developed,
because reading below grade level text is no longer an acceptable practice. Robertson
et al. (2014) agrees students should not be reading text that is too hard, however all
students can read complex text that is appropriately mediated to ensure the text is not
too difficult for students. As students progress through the grades, teachers will provide
scaffolding to ensure students are reading appropriate complex text. Scaffolding leads
to students independently reading and comprehending the text independently by the
end of the year (“Sharing complex text and the CCSS,” 2012). Students can be given
accessible complex text, while still being challenged with the reading skills they are
utilizing with the text. In turn, when students encounter text that is difficult, they are likely

40

to be more motivated to engage and interact with the text, which will lead to better
comprehension (Stutz, et al., 2016).
In any classroom there are students who need greater support than others. What
causes some students to comprehend complex texts better than others? There are
several factors that have an effect on this. Research has shown multiple times that
having knowledge of a specific field or content area is a strong predictor of a student’s
ability to comprehend complex texts. (Adams, 2010). The process of comprehending is
an interaction between the reader, the text, and the task the reader is engaging with
(RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). Text complexity is the characteristics of a text,
without considering the reader or the task (Strong et al., 2018). Text complexity is
measured by comparing a text to other texts, on the other hand, text difficulty
determines how easy or challenging a text is for the individual reader. Like stated
above, a student with background knowledge of a subject will have an easier time
comprehending a text about that content, than a student with no prior knowledge on the
subject. Along with background knowledge, experiences and motivation do play a factor
in how difficult a text is to comprehend (Strong et al., 2018).
In an article written by Strong et al. (2018) that summarized the findings from 26
research studies, the relationship between text difficulty, reading comprehension, and
fluency was analyzed. Students’ reading fluency decreased as the level of text difficulty
increased. Text difficulty also led to decreased accuracy, rate, and prosody in oral
reading. In the studies reviewed, some found no relation between text difficulty and
comprehension, however no studies found a positive correlation between text difficulty
and comprehension (Strong et al., 2018).
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From the overall findings of these 26 studies, Strong et al. (2018) was able to
draw three main conclusions to support teachers in using complex text in their
classrooms. First, teachers should be aware that there is an ideal level of difficulty with
complex text that will support students’ comprehension. Addendum et al. (2016) argues
students will struggle when the text is too difficult, although Topping et al. (2008)
contends some challenges might be better than none at all. Students might also need to
be able to read with a certain level of fluency in order to comprehend complex texts
(Samuels, 2013). Second, teachers need to be aware of readers’ skill levels and
consider this when placing students with difficult text (Strong et al., 2018). For students
who are less skilled readers, reading accuracy, rate, and comprehension decreased
(Hiebert & Fisher, 2007). On the other hand, for readers with increased literacy skills, as
text difficulty increased prosody increased (Benjamin & Schwanenflugel, 2010).
Teachers need to use discretion when placing less skilled readers with difficult texts that
may be more appropriate for readers who are more advanced (Hiebert & Mesmer,
2013). In addition to these findings, Cheatham et al. (2014) argues that as readers
become more proficient with difficult text, the relationship students have with complex
text can change over time. Third, teachers need to consider the amount of support
students will need for assigned instructional tasks (Strong et al., 2018). When students
are supported with appropriate scaffolds, it is possible for the negative relationship
between text difficulty and comprehension to disappear (O’Connor et al., 2010). Strong
et al. (2018) concludes these research findings by stating more research is needed to
determine the specific scaffolds that should be given to students, and how they might
offer support in the area of comprehension. Even though more research is needed,
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there are instructional strategies teachers can implement into their classrooms to
support all students with the reading of complex texts.
Shared Reading
A student’s instructional level can vary depending on the amount of instructional
support provided by the teacher (Stahl, 2012). This idea is supported by Vygotsky
(1978) and his research regarding the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). ZPD is the
difference between what a learner can do independently and what he or she can
accomplish with encouragement and guidance from a skilled friend or teacher. Vygotsky
(1978) found that students can work independently when tasks present a low level of
difficulty, while students can still be successful with high levels of difficulty if they are
provided adequate scaffolding and support. “The distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or
in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). In order to make
progress within the ZPD teachers need to focus on three areas to help support the
learning process. First, guidance is needed from someone who is more knowledgeable
than the learner and has skills above the learners ZPD. Second, the student should
interact socially and engage in discussions with the skilled instructor. Third, the support
provided should be gradually decreased as the student gains competence to complete
the skill independently. The research Vygotsky (1978) completed aligns with the shared
reading strategy, which can be implemented in classrooms to help support students in
their current ZPD.
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Shared reading is an instructional strategy teachers can implement to mediate
complex texts (Stahl, 2012). According to Stahl (2012) shared reading is the practice of
teachers sharing a text with their students. For example, a shared reading experience
would take place if the text is above the ZPD for most students in the classroom. Texts
being used during this time would be slightly above the students’ reading level,
therefore the teacher would offer more support when reading these texts. As students
work through a text with the teacher, they are practicing the literacy strategies needed in
order to be successful reading the text independently after the shared reading
experience (Stahl, 2012). Furthermore, as students reread the text independently, they
may also be provided opportunities to reread with a partner. Even though the student is
working through the text with the teacher, each student is responsible for following along
with the text and participating in the activities that take place during the shared reading
instructional time (Holdaway, 1982). Using the shared reading instructional strategy
aligns with research completed by Pearson and Gallagher (1983) regarding the Gradual
Release of Responsibility Model of instruction. This model suggests skills taught in the
classroom should be modeled by the teacher, then become the work of the teacher and
student together, and finally be released to the student as independent work. The
shared reading framework allows for teachers to model and support students through
skills that are currently too difficult for them to complete independently.
According to (Stahl, 2012) shared reading instruction varies depending on the
grade level and needs of the students. In the primary grades, teachers and students use
big books to interact with text together during shared reading time (Holdaway, 1982).
During this time lower elementary students focus on high frequency words, repeated
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parts of the text, vocabulary, and concepts of print, such as punctuation, capital letters,
and the message of the text. By the end of first grade, students should be following
along with their own copy of the text (Stahl, 2012). Books with a rich vocabulary that
include a variety of words about a meaningful grade level topic would be appropriate for
building vocabulary, fluency and automaticity. This type of instruction would be suitable
until students reach the beginning of third grade. Once students have reached third
grade, and the demands of content area text increases, students can be supported with
comprehension and vocabulary strategies through shared reading instruction (Stahl,
2012). By third grade, students begin reading for meaning, whereas in the younger
grades they were also practicing word recognition skills (Stahl, 2012). Shared reading
using complex texts can support students with comprehension, critical literacy and
thinking skills, building background knowledge with new content, and vocabulary.
According to Stahl (2012), as students watch the teacher model reading strategies and
receive support in an encouraging environment, they are more likely to apply these
skills and strategies independently.
A research study conducted by Fisher et al. (2008) included 25 third through
eighth grade expert teachers with experience with shared reading. The researchers
observed three shared reading lessons taught by each of these teachers and collected
field notes in order to identify the components of a shared reading lesson. Following the
lessons, the researchers conducted an interview with six of the teachers to discuss the
components that were witnessed during the lessons. The components included the
frequency of shared reading, selecting a lesson focus, and the areas of instruction the
observers were able to witness in the lessons. Fisher et al. (2012) was able to identify
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four major areas of instruction, which were “comprehension, vocabulary, text structures,
and text features” (p. 549). During the 75 observed lessons a variety of common
instructional strategies were used. During each of these observations, each student was
able to see the text the teacher was using. To share the text teachers used a set of
books, photocopies, or a projection using an overhead projector or document camera.
The 25 teachers modeled their own thinking, instead of asking students individual
comprehension questions. “The focus clearly was on modeling thinking and not on
asking students comprehension questions about the texts being read” (Fisher et al.,
2008, p. 550). On the other hand, this does not mean students were silently watching
the teacher, according to Fisher et al. (2008) students were interacting with the text
through partner talk, reflection writing, questioning, and brief responses, such as
thumbs up or down. Shared reading experiences can be applied to a variety of types of
texts in order to help scaffold students into more difficult texts.
When engaging with complex texts, students need the extra support shared
reading can offer. To engage completely with these texts students need to have their
eyes on the text (Stahl, 2012). This can be their own copy of the text, a PowerPoint
slide, overhead transparencies, or projecting the text onto an interactive classroom
board. While students are following along with the text, the teacher should be modeling
thinking strategies, encouraging students to ask their own questions, engaging students
to discuss with a partner, and allowing students to practice written responses to the text.
Modeling thinking strategies allows the teacher to demonstrate a variety of strategies
that can be beneficial when making meaning from the text. Additionally, shared reading
allows students to hear the teacher model fluent oral reading (Waters, 2014).

46

“Comprehension, vocab, text structures, and text features were commonly addressed
by expert teachers during shared reading” (Stahl, 2012, p. 50). When there are difficult
vocabulary words in complex text, the teacher can model how to determine the meaning
of these words. Teachers who model using text features and text structure while
reading, give their students practice using these cues that aid in making meaning and
comprehension.
Close Reading for Comprehension
Students need high quality instruction in the area of comprehension, and close
reading can provide students with the opportunity to apply what has been learned to
complex texts (Fisher & Frey, 2015). During the close reading instructional routine
students examine a text through repeated readings (Fisher & Frey, 2012). Fisher and
Frey (2012) emphasize two main purposes during close reading instruction. First,
students should be given the opportunity to connect new information to their prior
knowledge and experiences, while also expanding their schema as they make
connections to previous experiences. Second, students should build habits that are
required of readers, such as persistence and stamina for reading complex texts. Paul
and Elder (2003) argue that considering one’s background knowledge when a teacher is
not prompting can be difficult. Therefore, students should practice identifying a purpose
for reading and also the author’s purpose. Students also need practice activating their
own prior knowledge, and preparing for content specific language used in text.
During the study completed by Fisher et al. (2008) the observers witnessed
teachers using comprehension strategies such as activating background knowledge,
summarizing, inferencing, predicting, visualizing, monitoring, clarifying questioning,
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connecting, and evaluating during shared reading lessons. The instructional strategy of
close reading focuses on students applying foundational skills, such as utilizing
academic vocabulary and decoding to concentrate on the deeper meaning of the text
(Waters, 2014). A teacher who participated in the Fisher er al. (2008) study reflected
upon her own experience with comprehension. She described when teachers read we
don’t focus on one comprehension strategy at a time, so we should not teach students
this way. The shared reading experience should be authentic, and close reading can
help students apply comprehension strategies to a small section of complex text.
In order to determine how close reading could be used as an instructional routine
with elementary students, Fisher and Frey (2012) sought out effective teachers to
collaborate with in order to explore the closed reading instructional routine. Fisher and
Frey (2012) identified 14 kindergarten through sixth grade experienced teachers who
agreed to participate in the study. The researchers wanted to investigate the features of
close reading that could be identified as effective practices. After observations, Fisher
and Frey (2012) identified six instructional components that needed to be included when
teaching using close reading in elementary classrooms.
The instructional components that need to be included when teaching close
reading include using complex text, short passages, limited frontloading, repeated
readings, text-dependent questions, and annotation. Complex texts should be used
because Fisher and Frey (2012) argue these texts are often above the instructional
level of most students, therefore the shared reading instructional routine can be used to
teach complex texts using these instructional components. Shared reading can help
bridge the gap and mediate complex text, making these texts accessible to all students.
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Students should be reading short passages that range from three paragraphs to two
pages in length. When interacting with the text with a teacher, shorter pieces allow
students to uncover the deeper meaning and interact with the text. Fisher and Frey
(2015) provide additional insights about using short passages. One of the purposes of
close reading is to zoom in on a longer passage that is worthy of discussing and
examining. Text complexity is also a factor when using complex texts, therefore reading
a brief excerpt allows the teacher to offer support when practicing comprehension skills.
During the observations, teachers did limited pre-teaching and spent little time
activating background knowledge (Fisher & Frey 2012). Teachers discussed the
purpose for reading, however, they did not spend much time discussing the meaning of
the text or what students should expect. Repeated readings are also essential and
students should reread a text several times. With each additional reading, students are
given a new purpose or question that will direct and influence the rereading (Fisher &
Frey, 2012; Fisher & Frey, 2015). During the Fisher and Frey (2012) observations, one
teacher noted students are able to use background knowledge acquired from the first
reading in subsequent readings. Teacher guidance during additional readings is critical
because students need to be collaborating with one another in order to make further
connections and build comprehension.
Questioning is a crucial part of close reading, more specifically asking
text-dependent questions (Fisher & Frey, 2012). The questions teachers ask during
close reading need to be based on text evidence, therefore students need to be able to
explain where in the text they found their answer. A highlight of close reading is the
intentional discussion students are able to have with one another (Fisher and Frey,
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2015) . Being a participant in these discussions can unlock the text for students who are
having difficulty with comprehension. The questions a teacher uses to intentionally
guide discussion, can make the text more meaningful for students. Questions should be
literal-level, structural-level, and inferential-level questions. Literal-level questions focus
on what the text says, structural-level questions help students understand how the text
works, and inferential-level questions help students identify what the text means. Finally,
close reading requires students to annotate or take notes within the text (Fisher & Frey,
2012; Fisher & Frey, 2015). During the close reading observations Fisher and Frey
(2012) saw students underline, circle, and write in the text’s margins, on bookmarks or
on sticky notes. One teacher shared that students were able to quickly identify text
evidence because of the notes that were taken during the reading of the text. As
suggested by Addler and Doren (1940/1972) students can underline the main, central,
or key ideas, circle confusing words and phrases, and summarize information in the
margins of the text.
As students practice these components of close reading with shared reading
experiences, Fisher and Frey (2015) acknowledge students will have practice with a
wide range of texts. These foundational reading skills will strengthen their
comprehension. Teacher modeling of these strategies will help students practice these
skills with teacher support. When appropriate, students will be able to begin this work
independently with complex texts.
Vocabulary
Being able to make sense of word meanings is an integral part of understanding
a text. Students being able to acquire a varied and rich vocabulary cannot be over
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emphasized (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a). When Fisher et al. (2008) observed teachers
implementing the shared reading instructional strategy, teachers never explicitly told
students the meaning of an unknown word. Instead, teachers modeled how to identify
the meaning of unknown words using context clues, word parts, and external sources. A
teacher who participated in the study described the importance of students having both
“inside” and “outside” word strategies. Students should be able to go outside the word to
use context clues, while also staying inside the word to use word parts to make sense of
difficult words.
Identifying context clues is a valuable strategy to employ when making sense of
difficult words, and a teacher can model this during shared reading. As students come
to a word they do not know, they can use context clues by reading the sentence around
the word and looking for clues to the meaning of the word (Baumann, et al. 2007).
Students can be directed to look for context clues before and after the difficult word.
Often the context clue is close to the word, but sometimes the context clue can be in
another sentence or several sentences away from the word. During the Fisher et al.
(2008) study, teachers helped students identify context clues by focussing on definitions
embedded in the text, synonyms, antonyms, contrasts and comparisons, descriptions,
and examples. Baumann et al. (2007) agree on the importance of context clues and
identify five strategies students can be taught to identify context clues First, the
definition may be present and the author explains the meaning of the word right in the
text. Second, a synonym may be in the text where the author uses a word that has a
similar meaning to the word. Third, an antonym might be used to give the opposite
meaning of the word. Fourth, the author might share an example of the word. For
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instance, the author might use the word canine followed by wolves, beagles, collies,
foxes, coyotes, which are all examples of canines. Fifth, the author may follow the word
with general words or statements that give clues to the meaning of the unknown word.
For example, if the word sultry is used, the author might use the words hot, humid,
sweat, drink a lot of water, etc. in the sentences that follow. Each of these strategies can
be modeled during shared reading to give students more tools for unlocking words
independently.
“Morphology refers to the study of the structure of words, particularly the smallest
units of meaning in words: morphemes,” Kieffer & Lesaux (2007, p. 137). As students
learn academic vocabulary, developing mastery of word structure can provide students
with the needed knowledge to identify unknown words. Kieffer & Lesaux (2007) argue
that students with a deep understanding of morphology are more fluent in learning new
vocabulary and even comprehending the text they read. According to teachers who
were part of the Fisher et al. (2008) study, using word parts is an “inside the word
strategy” because teachers are modeling how to use suffixes, prefixes, roots and base
words, word families, and cognates. Bauman et al. (2007) suggests students learn
roots, prefixes, and suffixes. A root is the base of a word, a prefix is a word part added
to the beginning of a word, and a suffix is added to the end of the word. Word families
and cognates can be taught by teaching students Latin and Greek roots. A word wall
could display the prefixes and suffixes to reinforce shared reading lessons. Teachers
can also teach students how one word can take many forms when word parts are added
to a given root. As students gain the skill of identifying roots, prefixes, and suffixes, they
will in turn be able to more easily understand new vocabulary.
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If students are struggling to use context clues and morphology to identify the
meaning of unknown words, using other resources such as dictionaries, the internet, or
another person could be helpful. Looking up words in the dictionary can be a valuable
tool if the definition is child friendly. Gallagher & Anderson (2016) argue too often
though “dictionary definitions can be convoluted and difficult for students to understand”
(p. 277). To use the dictionary, students can look up the word, read all the definitions,
and decide which definition fits the context of the text (Graves et al., 2017). Gallagher &
Anderson (2016) suggest using the website, Word Central. This is an online dictionary
for kids from Merriam-Webster, and can be helpful for finding student friendly definitions.
The vocabulary acquired and the skills needed to learn new words will allow students to
become independent word learners, which can be modeled further using a shared
reading framework. A teacher who participated in the Fisher et al. (2008) study
described how vocabulary instruction is addressed during shared reading lessons:
I do a lot of vocabulary instruction–direct instruction–during the day. I think
it’s critical for learning specific words and the families of those words. But
that’s not getting them to figure out words while they’re reading. That’s
what I have to do during shared reading. I have to set an example and
show them how to solve words in addition to knowing a lot of words (p.
553).
Pardo (2004) argues if there are too many words a reader does not know, then
comprehension will be negatively affected. Making sense of unknown words can be
modeled during shared reading lessons, which will help students gain the skills to make
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sense of vocabulary independently, which will also increase the comprehension of
complex texts.
Text Structures
As students are reading a text, they are organizing the information to make
sense of the message being shared with them (Meyer & Rice, 1984). Fisher et al.
(2008) observed in their study how students organize information by being attentive to
the text structures the author uses. Informational texts are most often organized into
compare and contrast, cause and effect, problem and solution, chronological and
sequential, and description text structures. The structure of a text helps the reader
comprehend, while also making connections between ideas (Meyer & Rice, 1984).
Authors use text structures to arrange and connect ideas, and students who understand
and know how to analyze text structures are more likely to comprehend what they are
reading (RAND Reading Study Group, 2002).
Instruction focused on text structure has had a positive effect on students’
reading comprehension (Bogaerds-Hazenberg et al., 2020). A meta-analysis of
research conducted by Bogaerds-Hazenberg et al. (2020) showed that text structure
instruction improved student performance in the areas of summarizing, recall, and
answering comprehension questions. In the study completed by Fisher at al. (2008) a
teacher observed students noticing the sequential structure of an informational text
discussing blood circulating in the body. Students were able to connect this text to
learning about the water cycle, which is also a sequential process. Studies examined by
Strong (2022) suggest text structure awareness is related to reading ability, differs for
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each type of informational text structure, and can be acquired and improved through
text structure instruction.
In order to teach informational text structures Tompkins (1998) suggests teachers
follow a three step process. First, teachers should introduce the organizational pattern,
which includes the signal words and phrases (see Table 3) that help identify each text
structure. Students should be provided a graphic organizer to help with this process.
Second, students should be given opportunities to work with text and analyze the text
structures in text. Third, students need to be given the opportunity to write using each of
the text structures. Tompkins (1998) proposes students choose a topic and use a
graphic organizer to plan the paragraphs. Then, students write a paragraph following
their organizational pattern using appropriate signal words and phrases for the specific
text structure. The writing activity can be started as a whole-group activity, and then
students work in small groups, partners, and individually as they move through the five
types of text structures.
Prior to teaching informational text structures, Akhondi et al. (2011) suggest
teachers have a deep understanding of text structure and are prepared to model the
use of signal words and graphic organizers. This modeling can be done by the teacher
using the shared reading instructional strategy. Akhondi et al. (2011) recommends
introducing one text structure at a time, working on this one text structure for three to
four lessons, and then moving on to the next. The texts students use should be about
one paragraph long. This will allow students to analyze several passages during one
lesson. During the shared reading activity, the teacher will model how to locate signal
words and will support students in understanding how these words help organize each
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text structure. As students find signal words, they can work in small groups, with a
partner, or independently. After students have an understanding of signal words and
phrases, they can use graphic organizers to organize their thinking about each text
structure. The teacher can model using graphic organizers in a shared reading lesson
and model how the text structure is represented using a graphic organizer. As students

Table 3
Text Structure Signal Words and Phrases
Text Structure

Signal Words and Phrases

Compare and Contrast

but, similarly, although, different, alike, in
the same way, likewise, in comparison,
yet, whereas, however, on the other hand,
also, in contrast, same as, just like

Cause and Effect

reasons why, therefore, consequently, so
that, hence, thus, if-then, as a result,
because, since, for, due to, this led to

Problem and Solution

problem is, if-then, so that, puzzle is
solved, dilemma is, because,
question/answer

Chronological and Sequential

later, next, before, then, finally, first,
second, third, after, later, since, when,
previously, now

Description

characteristics, such as, including, for
example, for instance, is like, to illustrate

Note. Adapted from “How to Teach Expository Text Structure to Facilitate Reading
Comprehension,” by M. Akhondi, F. A. Malayeri, & A. A. Samad, 2011, The Reading
Teacher, 64(5), p. 368-372 (https://doi.org/10.1598/RT.64.5.9) Copyright 2011 by the
International Reading Association.
become more familiar with representing the text structure using graphic organizers, they
can begin completing this work more independently. As students become more
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experienced readers, they will be able to recognize the different text structures and
identify how this information aids in comprehension of each text.
Text Features
When reading informational text, it can be difficult to determine the importance of
information (Bluestein, 2010). Text features help readers determine importance and
meaning during reading (Fisher et al., 2008). Understanding text features can help
students filter information to determine what is important and what is unnecessary. Text
features are the components of a reading that are not the main body of a text (Kelley &
Clausen-Grace, 2010). During the study completed by Fisher et al. (2008) it was
determined students use text features such as captions, headings, illustrations, graphs,
boldface words, diagrams, and glossaries to make meaning from text. Additionally,
Jones et al. (2016) adds table of contents, title, sidebars, introduction and conclusion
statement, and graphical features, such as photographs and charts to the list. The title
quickly tells students the topic of the information they will be reading (Kelley &
Clausen-Grace, 2010). The table of contents gives students a preview of concepts
included in the text, while also activating background knowledge (Bluestein, 2010). The
table of contents can also give a preview of the structure and organization of the text,
and the page numbers guide students to the location of information. Headings and
subheadings give students clues about what is to come in a reading. As students read
chapter or section titles, the headings can give important clues about the text within
each of the sections, therefore students can also evaluate what sections of information
are most important for their current reading purpose. Pictures and captions share
important illustrations and ideas from the text (Kelley & Clausen-Grace, 2010).
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Headings help the reader determine the main idea for a specific section of text. Charts
and graphs provide data on a topic that elaborates or adds to the main idea of the text.
Sidebars are found apart from the main text, but add additional information that is
helpful to understand the main idea. The glossary helps students identify important
vocabulary words and provides their definitions. Bold words are often critical to
understanding the content of the reading (Bluestein, 2010). These words can likely be
found in the glossary in the back of the text. Much like an introduction and conclusion
statement, summary statements can be found at the beginning of textbook chapters.
These summaries help students identify the big idea of a chapter and activate
background knowledge for what information is to come. Determining the importance of
these text features will help all students develop a deeper understanding with nonfiction
complex texts.
Students who are reading complex text can benefit from instruction focused on
text features in order to concentrate on the comprehension of the text (Bluestein, 2010).
Kelley and Clausen-Grace (2010) suggest using text feature walks as an instructional
strategy to help students navigate expository texts and enhance comprehension. A text
feature walk can be used during a shared reading lesson with students. Students
identify each text feature in the order it appears in the text and discuss what they think
they will be learning based on the text feature (Kelley & Clausen-Grace, 2010). If
students do not have much background knowledge on the topic, then a text feature walk
will give students a preview of vocabulary and the content that will be discussed in the
text. The text feature walk is an engaging experience that builds student interest in the
topic and helps facilitate students making meaning of the text. During the shared
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reading text feature walk, teachers should model making predictions and connecting to
the main idea of the text. Students can continue to share text features until all from the
text have been discussed. The text feature walk should be done before students read
the text. As Kelley and Clausen-Grace (2010) analyzed the use of this instructional
strategy, they found the texts had more value when the features were discussed.
Students learned the important role text features play in information text, which lead to
high-quality predictions and an improved comprehension of the content being studied.
Methodology (Chapter 3)
This chapter of the research review and project discusses the methods used for
collecting, analyzing, and organizing all of the scholarly research that was gathered.
During the course of my research review, my topic has changed directions and
has become more defined in order to help in a specific area of need at my school. At the
beginning of the 2021-2022 school year, I knew I needed to advance my knowledge in
the area of complex texts in the classroom. I found myself pondering this topic as I
witnessed my students struggle to comprehend complex texts independently. I knew I
needed to provide appropriate teacher support to aid in their comprehension. As I was
facing this challenge, I saw my topic of complex text begin to narrow and become more
defined to help me meet the needs of my students. This idea is what led to the direction
of my research review and project.
The University of Northern Iowa’s Rod Library was a valuable resource during my
research review and project. A librarian helped me identify more specific search criteria,
reviewed tips for narrowing my search, and helped me practice using various search
engines through UNI’s Rod Library. Utilizing the Rod Library’s resources have been
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instrumental in helping me narrow and filter my searches to get content that is best
suited to my research review topic and project focus.
As I have continued to review research, I have used the Rod Library website for
the entirety of the research I reviewed. I have found Google Scholar, ERIC (EBSCO),
and ERIC (Institute of Education Sciences) to be the most helpful in locating relevant
and peer reviewed research articles. First, I started by building an understanding of
complex texts, next I began identifying teaching strategies that allow students to access
complex text with teacher support, and then I found empirical studies to support the
strategies I was reviewing. Search terms that were helpful to me were complex text,
Common Core State Standards, text complexity, upper elementary, differentiation,
shared reading, read alouds, instructional strategies, teaching strategies,
comprehension, vocabulary, text features, and text structures. As I continued reading, I
found more search terms and identified synonyms for those words, as well. Along with
articles, I also used published books in the area of my topic. I used UNI ScholarWorks
and Google Scholar to locate dissertations and research that had previously been
completed by other students in my area of study.
I stayed organized by putting articles in a binder and categorizing articles as I
read them. I highlighted information that was especially pertinent to my research review
and project topic. I also made notes in the margins about connections I was finding to
other articles and the teaching strategies that were discussed in the articles. I kept a
notebook to record ideas I had about organizing my paper and creating my professional
development. One of the strategies that showed itself to be most beneficial was looking
at the reference sections of the articles I was reading. This strategy allowed me to
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broaden my search while staying within the bounds of my topic. Many of the articles I
read stated the need for more research in the area of complex texts in the classroom.
The students in my school need support when comprehending complex text, therefore,
my review of research will provide teachers with more knowledge to scaffold complex
text for all learners.

The Project Discussion (Chapter 4)
The professional development project that was developed with my review of
existing research will guide the work of the Professional Learning Community (PLC) at
my school as we work towards meeting the goal we have set for the 2022-2023 school
year. The project includes goals, professional development presentations, professional
resources, teacher reflections, and individual grade level standards and formative
assessments. The project will be used during the months of October, November,
December, January, and February (See Table 4). During each of these months the PLC
team will meet two times. The first meeting of each month will be new learning, which
will include a presentation, professional resources, and individual grade level standards
formative assessments. At the end of each of these meetings, each teacher will
complete a Google Form in order to give feedback and reflections. The second meeting
of the month will be a follow up meeting, which will include teacher reflections,
connections, and discussions related to how the learning is connected to their
classrooms.
The professional development I created is designed around the principles
Kinnucan-Welsch (2006) recommends for literacy professional developments. First, the
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professional learning teachers participate in needs to be directly connected to student
learning goals. Second, professional development includes active learning for teachers.
Teachers need to share their experiences before, participate in activities during the
learning, and discuss new insights after the new learning has happened. Third,
professional development should be part of the work teachers are currently doing in
their classrooms. This allows teachers to focus on the teaching that best supports the
learning of their students. Fourth, professional learning is ongoing and continuously
supports the work teachers are doing over an extended period of time. Fifth, learning
needs to be inquiry based, allowing teachers to focus on student learning, good
instructional practices, and self reflection. Sixth, professional development needs to be
consistent as teachers are applying the new learning to their classrooms. The changes
teachers are making to their classrooms should become evident as these changes turn
into positive outcomes with student learning. All these principles will allow teachers to
participate in a professional development opportunity that will positively impact their
planning and instructional practices.
Table 4
Schedule for PLC Team Meetings
Date

Content

Session 1: October

Common Core State Standards, Complex
Text, and Measuring Text Complexity
Quantitatively and Qualitatively

Session 2: November

Measuring Text Complexity Considering
the Reader and the Task and
Connections to Rosenblatt’s Reader
Response Theory

Session 3: December

Supporting Comprehension Using Shared
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Reading
Session 4: January

Teaching Comprehension and Vocabulary
Through Shared Reading

Session 5: February

Teaching Text Structures and Text
Features Through Shared Reading

Context:
Twin Rivers Elementary PLC Professional Development Plan
Created by Joanna Carlson, PLC Leader and fifth grade reading teacher
Twin Rivers PLC Team Participants: Kindergarten Teacher, First Grade Teacher (also
Title I Teacher), Second Grade Teacher, Third Grade Teacher (also Literacy Coach),
Fourth Grade Teacher, Fifth Grade Teacher (PLC Leader and Talented and Gifted
Teacher), Guide Counselor (also Multi-Tiered System of Supports [MTSS] and
Technology Coach), Principal, Special Education Teacher
Targeted Need: Increasing comprehension of grade level complex texts
Description of School: Twin Rivers Elementary School is a building with combined
grade kindergarten through fifth grade classrooms. Kindergarten and first grade are
together in one classroom, just as second grade and third grade are together, and fourth
and fifth grade share a classroom. During math and reading instruction, students
receive their own grade level instruction. Each grade level receives 120 minutes of
reading and writing instruction each morning. In the afternoon students receive 45
minutes of targeted MTSS intervention time. During MTSS intervention time, classroom
teachers, literacy coach, Title I teacher, Talented and Gifted teacher, and special
education teacher all provide students with appropriate skill instruction.
Goals for the PLC Professional Development
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1. Demonstrate an understanding of complex texts and the connection to the
Common Core State Standards.
2. Interpret the guidelines for measuring text complexity and apply quantitative,
qualitative, and reader and task measures to complex texts used in grade level
instruction.
3. Determine and discuss why some students perform below grade level standards
in the area of comprehension.
4. Describe how the shared reading instructional strategy can help mediate
complex texts for all students.
5. Prepare lessons using the shared reading instructional strategy to teach
comprehension, vocabulary, text structures, and text features.
6. Utilize formative assessments within the Core Knowledge Language Arts (CKLA)
reading curriculum to assess student progress.
7. Support all members of the PLC team, have a willingness to accept feedback,
hold each other accountable, and be willing to grow.
8. Empower students with a climate of respect, positivity, and encouragement.
Current Reading, Language Arts, Writing Curriculum
Core Knowledge Language Arts (CKLA)
Professional Resources
Core Knowledge Language Arts Reading Curriculum
Common Core State Standards
Description of Each PLC Professional Development
First Session: Understanding the Use of Complex Texts in the Classroom (October)
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This session will be focused on the connection between complex texts and the
Common Core State Standards. Teachers at my school are familiar with using these
standards, but they need to build an understanding of how the standards are requiring
students to read complex text.
Objectives for this session:
1.

Demonstrate an understanding of complex texts and the connection to the

Common Core State Standards.
2.

Interpret the guidelines for measuring text complexity and apply

quantitative, qualitative, and reader and task measures to complex texts used in
grade level instruction.
Teachers will begin by creating a T-Chart on scratch paper at their table. This
chart will serve as a pre-assessment to determine what teachers know about complex
texts and what they know about the Common Core State Standards. We will take time
to share, and then continue with learning what makes a text complex. Complex texts
must be used in the classroom because of the connection between the Common Core
State Standards and the College and Career Readiness Standards. Teachers are
teaching children who will grow up to join college and the workforce, therefore, this is
essential learning. Teachers will then continue with a discussion that provides
information regarding the three major shifts that have happened in classrooms because
of the Common Core State Standards and the College and Career Readiness
Standards. These standards have defined what it means to be literate. As teachers, our
goal is for our students to be literate and successful with reading in the classroom and
beyond. In order to achieve this, there are a number of ways students are expected to
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interact with and experience texts. Teachers must be aware of these specific ideas
because they will be implementing them in their classrooms. We will look at the
Common Core State Standards because each standard is directly connected to the
College and Career Readiness Standards. Students across the United States are not
ready for the types of texts that await them in college and their careers (Tucker, 2013).
We will discuss the importance of this work, along with sharing statistics which prove
students in the United States have been falling behind other developed countries
(Adams, 2010).
I know many teachers have strategies they use regarding how to place students
into appropriate texts for their skill level. However, when using complex texts, all
students must be reading texts that are their grade level skills and standards. To
address this issue, teachers will individually create a list of ways they place readers into
texts, and then we will share responses together. Then, previous scholarly research will
be presented about the use of leveled readers and Lexile levels to place students into
texts. Instead of these placement tools, we will learn why it is essential for students to
be reading texts beyond their instructional level (Appendix A). When students are
reading these texts, they will be reading within the text complexity bands provided by
the Common Core State Standards (Appendix A) (NGO & CCSSO, 2010a). Texts may
still be difficult for students, therefore, teachers will be provided with support to know
why a text might be difficult for a student. We will learn quantitative and qualitative
measures that are used to determine text complexity.
To wrap up our learning for this session, teachers will spend time identifying the
literacy standards in upcoming lessons and determine how those standards are affected
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by the College and Career Readiness standards. Teachers will also be asked to look at
quantitative and qualitative text measures in the reader their class is currently reading.
Analyzing the text quantitatively and qualitatively will help determine why this text might
be difficult for students.
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Second Session: Measuring Text Complexity Considering the Reader and Task
(November)
This session will be focused on how individual students bring different
experiences and knowledge to the texts they read. This learning is essential for
teachers to know because not all students have the same experiences and background
knowledge for comprehending the texts being used in the classroom.
Objectives for this session:
1.

Interpret the guidelines for measuring text complexity and apply

quantitative, qualitative, and reader task measures to complex texts used in
grade level instruction.
Teachers will begin this session by reviewing the quantitative and qualitative text
complexity measures. We will continue to the reader and the task measure of text
complexity. We will discuss variables for the reader and the task, along with the specific
role of the teacher when considering this area of text complexity.
During this session, teachers will have the opportunity to analyze an upcoming
text from our reading curriculum that is a part of their grade level materials. Teachers
will determine how accessible this text will be for students. I want teachers to think in
terms of the reader and the tasks students will be given using this text. We will continue
by connecting these ideas to complex texts. Complex texts can make a simple text
more difficult, while simple tasks can make complex text less difficult (Strong et al.,
2018). The Common Core State Standards give a brief overview of the reader and the
task, however, Louise Rosenblatt and her Reader Response Theory (1995) give more
details about how a reader interacts with a text. Teachers must have a comprehensive
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understanding of how readers interact with what they are reading because this
tremendously affects comprehension. We will watch a video illustrating Rosenblatt’s
theory before talking about the connection between the reader, personal experiences,
and making meaning from the text.
Readers bring background knowledge and experiences with them in order to
make sense of what they are reading. In order to experience this, the teachers will be
instructed to read and summarize a quote taken from an article about a cardiovascular
study. After reading this quote, teachers will read and summarize a quote about the
positive effects for students when they read a variety of texts. The teachers should be
able to identify that their background knowledge heavily supported their understanding
of the second quote. To finish this session, teachers will gain a larger understanding of
Rosenblatt’s theory, and determine ways to help build student background knowledge.
Supporting background knowledge will allow students to more effectively comprehend
what they are reading. Finally, teachers will read a powerful quote from Rosenblatt’s
work, which will further build their understanding regarding why we need to bring
literature to life for students. Before ending this session, teachers will discuss major
takeaways they are adding to their repertoire of teaching knowledge.
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Third Session: Supporting Comprehension (December)
This session will be focused on how teachers can support comprehension for all
students in their classroom. This is important because all students need support with
comprehension at one time or another, while some students need mediation for every
text they read. The ideas shared during this session will help teachers understand the
struggles students have with complex texts.
Objectives for this session:
1. Determine and discuss why some students perform below grade level standards
in the area of comprehension.
2. Describe how the shared reading instructional strategy can help mediate
complex texts for all students.
This session begins by offering support to teachers who are teaching using
challenging complex texts. It can be hard to watch our students struggle, however,
complex texts are what the Common Core State Standards expect us to use with our
students. Teachers will learn about the power of read-alouds through the beliefs and
research completed by Trelease (2012). Knowing the impact read-alouds can have on
students is essential because read-alouds can easily be added into any classroom
schedule.
Teachers will continue by reviewing some ideas regarding leveled readers from
the previous sessions. Leveled readers are not ideal for instruction because we want
students to be immersed in texts of higher complexity. Complex texts can be scaffolded
in order to give students the confidence and tools to read this challenging text
independently. Teachers will learn the difference between text difficulty and complexity.
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Just because a complex text is difficult to read, does not mean it will be difficult for
eachs student.
This session will conclude with teachers activating their own prior knowledge of
reading strategies they use in their classrooms. At each table group, teachers will create
a list of strategies, and then we will all take time to share out. Following this sharing
activity, we will watch a video that illustrates shared reading. The participants will not
know this is a video of shared reading. I want them to watch for strategies that are being
used during the reading lesson and interactions. After a discussion on this, we will
watch another video highlighting what shared reading looks like in the classroom.
Shared reading is supported by Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development.
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development is the difference between what a learner can
do independently and what he or she can accomplish with the help from a teacher or
another skilled reader (Vygotsky, 1978). I want teachers to acknowledge that just
because something might be difficult, does not mean it is out of reach for students. I
want teachers to leave this session knowing they can support their students through the
shared reading framework. Finally, teachers will look at an upcoming lesson and
determine how specific skills and texts can be taught using the shared reading
instructional strategy.
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Fourth Session: Close Reading for Comprehension and Vocabulary (December)
This session will be focused on how teachers can use the shared reading
framework to teach close reading for comprehension and vocabulary. Close reading is a
skill that allows students to analyze a small piece of text and look for the deeper
meaning of that text (Waters, 2014). Vocabulary instruction is essential because
students must be able to make sense of unknown words in order to fully comprehend
what they are reading. This session will give teachers an understanding of both of these
skills, and become prepared to utilize them in an upcoming lesson.
Objectives for this session:
1. Build an understanding for close reading and vocabulary components.
2. Prepare lessons using the shared reading instructional strategy to teach
comprehension and vocabulary.
This session begins with a discussion about comprehension. We all need to have
the same understanding that comprehension is making meaning and understanding the
text you are reading, so we can focus on comprehending through close reading. The
close reading strategy allows students to focus on a text through repeated readings
(Fisher & Frey, 2012). Teachers need to understand that when they implement this
strategy in their classrooms students will be building connections to their prior
knowledge, while building persistence and stamina.
To further understand what close reading looks like in the classroom, teachers
will learn about the components of close reading. The components that will be taught
during this session include: using complex text, short passages, limiting front-loading
before reading, using repeated readings, text-dependent questions, and annotations
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while reading. Using one of the most informational articles from my research, the
participants will practice close reading the first two pages of the article, while using the
annotation component of close reading (Appendix B). Following this activity, we will
have time for reflection and discussion about their annotations and the article.
The second part of this session will teach three strategies students can use for
finding the meaning of unknown words. These strategies include: context clues, word
parts, and external sources (Fisher et al., 2008). These strategies can be used during
shared reading and modeled by the teacher. As the teacher models using context clues,
word parts, and external sources, the students are learning the skills they need to
become independent word learners. I am anticipating a new resource to be the online
dictionary for kids from Merriam and Webster. If students are reading a dictionary
definition, it must make sense to them. This resource will help teachers provide child
friendly definitions to their students.
Teachers will use the end of this session to do some upcoming curriculum
planning. Participants will use the strategies discussed during this professional
development in their upcoming reading lessons. After some planning time, we will take
time to discuss what they are planning to implement and what they will do differently
related to close reading and vocabulary instruction.
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Fifth Session: Teaching Text Structures and Text Features (January)
This session will be focused on how teachers can support comprehension for all
students in their classroom. This is important because all students need support with
comprehension at one time or another, while some students need mediation for each
text they read. The ideas shared during this session will help teachers understand the
struggles students have with complex texts.
Objectives for this session:
1. Build an understanding for text structure and text feature instruction.
2. Prepare lessons using the shared reading instructional strategy to teach text
structure and text features.
This session begins with giving teachers an understanding of text structure. Text
structure has to do with how the text is organized because this is directly related to how
readers organize the information to comprehend (Fisher et al., 2008). I will provide an
example of text structure organization because the way students organize information
about the water cycle would be similar to how the blood flows. Both of these processes
are sequential (Fisher et al., 2008).
In order to help students comprehend using text structure, teachers need to know
the three step process to teaching text structure (Appendix C). Next, teachers will learn
about utilizing graphic organizers to teach text structure. This can help students
organize information as they create their own examples of each text structure. The
teacher can model locating the appropriate signal words and phrases (Appendix C)
using shared reading, and then students will be able to start locating these signal words
and phrases independently. Using the article provided (Appendix B), teachers will look
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for signal words and phrases on the first two pages in order to identify text structures in
a piece of text. Teachers will get the opportunity to share out the text structures and
clues they located.
The second half of this session will focus on building an understanding of
teaching text features to promote comprehension. Text features are other components
that aid in understanding, but are not part of the main body of text (Kelley &
Clausen-Grace, 2010). After going through all the main text features students may
encounter, teachers will learn how to take a text feature walk (Kelley & Clausen-Grace,
2010) with students. This allows students to preview the text features in a text prior to
reading. Once teachers have learned how to implement this strategy, they will get the
opportunity to look for text features in the article we have been referencing (Appendix
B). Participants will end this session looking for text features in this article and
discussing their importance to comprehension.
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Conclusion (Chapter 5)
The purpose of this project and the review of literature was to identify specific
teaching strategies beneficial to meeting the requirements of the Common Core State
Standards. Strong et al. (2018) argues students need scaffolding when reading difficult
texts because their comprehension can be negatively affected without the additional
teacher support. The strategies explained in this project make complex texts accessible
to all students, while also increasing student confidence to interact with the texts
independently (Stahl, 2012). Difficult texts do not have to be frustrating, and
implementing strategies in the classroom can help students read complex texts with
success.
This review of research includes the specific strategy of shared reading and how
shared reading can scaffold student learning in the areas of comprehension, vocabulary,
text structures, and text features. Shared reading allows teachers to explain and model
thinking, which leads to students having the opportunity to apply and practice the skills
modeled by the teacher (Fisher et al., 2008). The strategy of shared reading allows
teachers to use teacher modeling for a specific purpose. Using shared reading as an
integral part of whole group instruction allows teachers to focus on the needs of the
class and the grade level standards.
A review of research regarding the Common Core State Standards and complex
texts was necessary for this project because pushing students into complex texts
counteracts common teacher practice (Strong et al., 2018). It is difficult for teachers to
witness their students struggling with text, however the Common Core State Standards
provide the learning targets students need to meet in order to leave high school ready to
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live a productive life (Adams, 2010). Effective teacher instruction should lead to student
action and success (Fisher & Frey, 2015). The strategies implemented through shared
reading should inspire students to extend their learning in a variety of ways. Scaffolding
and shared reading can make complex text accessible for all students. When students
are inspired through teacher modeling, they will gain the experience and skills needed
to become proficient and skilled readers of complex text independently.
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